Ziad Memish is currently the Deputy Minister of Health for Public Health for the Government of Saudi Arabia. The son of a diplomat with the Saudi Foreign Office, he grew up travelling with his parents, living and studying in different countries. "I have always admired what my father used to do helping Saudi citizens in need abroad. My first ambition was to be a diplomat like my father, but seeing my older brother train as an invasive cardiologist in Canada persuaded me to change into medicine", he says. Unlike his brother, Memish was drawn to the fields of infectious diseases and hospital infection control and has become a respected leader in infectious disease public health in the Middle East.

After his training in Canada, Memish returned to Saudi Arabia in 1993 and worked as an infectious diseases consultant at the Security Forces Hospital in Riyadh before serving in the Saudi Arabia National Guard. He became Director of Infection Prevention and Control for the National Guard Health Affairs, and was responsible for health facilities including four hospitals and 35 primary health-care centres. This role prepared him for the next 5 years when he joined the Ministry of Health, where he has helped oversee more than 240 hospitals and 2700 primary health-care centres. "It\'s been a real learning curve, but I am enjoying it immensely", he says.

Although he is modest about his achievements and often attributes successful outcomes to country leadership, Memish has had a substantial role in establishing a Saudi Centre for Disease Control, investing in human capacity, and dealing sensitively with the HIV/AIDS epidemic in the country whilst at the Ministry of Health. Gregory Gray, Professor and Chair of the University of Florida\'s Department of Environmental and Global Health College of Public Health and Health Professions and a long-time collaborator of Memish, points out that "he is easy to work with, quick to respond to new problems, and often cheerful despite being under intense national and international pressure. He has the interpersonal skills of a diplomat (likely learned from his father) and the curiosity and critical thinking of a scientist".

Memish\'s other passion is being part of a mission that provides health-care services to the millions of pilgrims who attend the annual Hajj and Umrah. "Within the Ministry, I oversee the preventive medicine and public health activities for the Hajj overall. It is a huge responsibility but I don\'t do it on my own. The Government of the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia spares no resources to improve the Hajj and Umrah every year. A lot of coordination goes into surveillance, testing, and follow-up. Every new technology imaginable, no matter how much it costs, is tried and used. There are between 19 000 and 22 000 individuals every year working 24/7 to provide health-care services. In the past it used to be preventive services only, but nowadays it includes curative medicine, so there are cardio cath labs, haemodialysis services, and even open heart surgery. I feel honoured and privileged to have had the opportunity to be part of the thousands of individuals from different government sectors who enjoy and love to serve the pilgrims (guests of God) every year, and do everything possible to make their experience smooth and memorable."

Memish\'s knowledge of the public health response to the Hajj has been shared across the globe so that others working on similar mass gathering events can benefit, as is shown in the 2014 *Lancet* mass gatherings medicine Series. After organising a *Lancet* [conference in 2010](http://conferences.thelancet.com/massgatherings/){#interrefs10} and other meetings, he pioneered the [discipline of mass gatherings medicine](http://www.thelancet.com/series/mass-gatherings){#interrefs20}. With formal approval by WHO in May 2012, he helped to establish the Global Center for Mass Gathering Medicine. The centre is an international network of WHO collaborating centres, academic institutions, and political advocates that coordinates global activities on mass gatherings medicine, including research and training. Ali Zumla, Professor of Infectious Diseases and International health at University College London, values Memish\'s contribution: "Ziad is a visionary in global public health. Not only has he contributed to the reduction of killer infectious diseases, improved public health services, and preserved global health security, he has been able to mobilise and sustain global political will and resources. This initiative will leave behind a major legacy for public health and mass gatherings medicine."

More recently, Memish has moved into public health and emerging infectious diseases. As well as taking on the agenda for non-communicable diseases in Saudi Arabia, he is currently on the front line of the country\'s response to the Middle East respiratory syndrome coronavirus (MERS-CoV) outbreak. He admits he was unfamiliar with the global political agenda on emerging infectious diseases when he arrived at the Ministry of Health. But his close interaction with WHO was useful, as was his experience of responding to the H1N1 pandemic in 2009. "It taught me an incredible amount of knowledge on how to deal with the international community and how collaboration and cooperation are critical", he says. Memish is, however, aware that MERS-CoV "presents a unique challenge to the region", explaining that "the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia carries the largest disease burden globally and there are many gaps in our knowledge about the source and transmission. In addition, a lot needs to be done when it comes to diagnostics, therapeutics, and vaccine production." He will clearly need all his diplomatic and scientific skills to deal with this pressing challenge.
